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This work starts from the question that preoccupied the founders of cybernetics, the 
field of inquiry which spawned the principles of dynamic protocols that most 
fundamentally steer the processes of capitalist social organization since the demise of 
modernity.’ This question is: how can freedom be turned into control?? Alluring it seems 
to neglect either side of this predicating paradox, which in a different sociotechnical 
context would still appear as impossibility, would it not have proven to become the 
inevitable demeanor under which any possibility today is created and denied.? In 
subsuming individuality into a feedback loop that mediates its variance into its 
extraction, cybernetic network capitalism eradicates its contingent outside on various 


perpetually obscured frontlines.* 


Either side of the question has its political adherents, but neither can categorically take 
the gains in individual freedom through digital technology for granted or deny them 


completely. The impossibility of such a judgement is part of why forming resistance to 
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this new form of capitalist control poses challenges of dealignment and indiscrimination.® 
From the mystified prison break out of disciplinary models emerges a totalized 
imperative of individual freedom which is neither possible to escape, but ever more 


clearly impossible to satisfy as well. 


Under the widely present critique of neoliberalism, it should be banal to point out, but 
isn’t precisely because of the ambivalence of this paradigm, that investigating notions 
of freedom needs to be a prime concern of sociological inquiry today. From its genesis 
in a seemingly unlike fusion between ultra-liberal hippie culture and technocratic 
computation prodigies,® to their looming alliance with reactionary right-wing forces 
today, it always was evident in its history that cyberculture’s idea of freedom is a political 


tool with amorphous, but captivating potential. 


This work will contrast this utopian desire of liberation in the formation of cyberculture 
to its preliminary 'endresult' of individual engagement observable in the current state of 
the sociotechnical configurations that emerged from it: social media addiction.’ The 
control that use of social media, as the idealized space of individual actualization, has 
over the time and attention® of an increasing part of the global population is a valuable 


insight into an almost accidental answer to the founding question of cybernetics. 


The dismantling of enlightenment humanist idealism, which began in Marx and today 
reaches a final insult in the digital distribution of agency as explicated by Katherine 
Hayles®, coupled with the contradictory totalitarian individualism of neoliberal 
emancipation bore the prevalent atrocious figure of cybernetic subjection. To be free in 
the network of cyberculture means to be grateful for the freedom to be yourself, while 
the conditions to be yourself are extensively subjected to technological mechanisms of 
feedback and control. This freedom is in both parts the freedom in expression or 
production as well as the freedom in consumption. The illusion of autonomous choice 
seems unmaintainable when the collectivized digital processes of social media 


algorithms are the processes in which the actualization of individuality forms, however 


5 Tiziano Bonini and Emiliano Treré, Algorithms of Resistance: The Everyday Fight against Platform Power 
(The MIT Press, 2024) <https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/14329.001.0001>. 

€ Fred Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise 
of Digital Utopianism (University of Chicago Press, 2010). 

7 Emaline Friedman, /nternet Addiction: A Critical Psychology of Users (Routledge, 2020). 

8 Yves Citton, The Ecology of Attention (John Wiley & Sons, 2017). 

° N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and 
Informatics (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2008) 
<http://gbv.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=488099>. 


06.05.2024 


it is precisely the liberated choice of the user that feeds the means of its subjection. The 
algorithms of digital social networks function as apparatuses of capture that aim to 
modulate every possibility of desire into a desire to stay connected in one way or 
another. As Deleuze and Guattari stated, the basis of a machinic capturing, which gives 
way to processes of subjection, is comparison and appropriation. Social media 
algorithms today function precisely by comparing the choices of individuals, via the 
recodified flows of data, to then appropriate their freedom in the form of patterns of 
desire, that are legitimately owned by the algorithms employers. Algorithmic 
cyberculture in its accidental configuration is a significant innovation for the state of 
capitalist control, because it introduces notions of definitory ownership further into the 
depths of the liberation of individual ‘personality’, while simultaneously undeniably 


enabling it. 


To be attuned to digital freedom under algorithmic cyberculture means to be subjected 
to the effects of liberation, which are in need to be exposed as fundamentally constituted 
by manifold forms of loss. These will be stylized into three fundamental types of loss - 
loss of unpredictability, of time and of agency - which will guide the analysis of different 


perspectives on the contested dynamic of internet and social media addiction. 


The authoritarian objectivism that psychology subscribes to is protected by its 
applicability under the idealistic paradigm of neoliberalism. What makes it applicable is 
the humanist notion of individual responsibility, which crucially obscures the 
consequences of social dynamics and the material reality of the individual position inside 
of them. Intricately complicit in the formation of cybernetics themselves," psychology 
today serves as a pillar of capitalist preservation via its allure of ultimacy and reduction. 
In rejection of this function the terminology of addiction is critically investigated in this 
work to unhide the traces of negative collective accountability and anxiety attached to 


social media use. 


Individualizing addiction instead of seeing the dependence as a social state of 


overconnectedness enables to modulate the possibility of an escape from the network 
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back into a logic of control. Undoing the network" as a response to the individual's 
addiction to it, is mediated in the capitalist context of consumption, enabled through 


psychological reduction. 


Network Addiction is less attributable to the individual, but more so to capitalist 
discourse as a whole and even beyond to the dominant epistemologies of critical theory 
since several decades." The necessity of its imperative is legitimized from varied 
collective imaginaries acting as political derivates from the omnipresent and yet 
obscured cybernetic image of thought.“ The individual pathology of overconnecting 
needs to be challenged by exposing the sociotechnically mediated dynamics of 
demanding to be addicted. Capitalism is addicted to the network, because it enables 
capturing and extracting for profit that which would be the only potential source of 


resistance against it: individual revolutionary desire. 


Below you find a preliminary version of the Table of Contents. 
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